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ABSTRACT 

This chapter examines recent trends in rural poverty 
and discusses some characteristics of the rural poor compared to the 
urban poor. Sources of poverty data for 1967”90 include the income 
supplement of the Census Bureau's annual Current Population Survey 
and personal income data compiled by the Bureau of Economic Analysis. 
‘’Rural" and "urban" are defined as nonmetropolitan and metropolitan 
areas, respectively. The nonmetro poverty rate decreased from 20.2 
percent in 1967 to 13,5 percent in 1978, increased to 18.3 percent in 
1983, then declined to 15.7 percent by 1989. Although nonmetro 
poverty rates were higher than total metro poverty rates throughout 
the period, the central city poverty rate has surpassed, the nonmetro 
rate since the late 1970s. All poverty rates increased sharply from 
1979 to 1983 because prices increased more rapidly than income, 
economic downturns decreased earnings, and tightened eligibility 
requirements increased poverty by removing people from the welfare 
rolls or by reducing their benefits. When metro poverty rages began 
to decline in 1983, the nonmetro rate lagged behind, reflecting 
relatively slow economic growth in nonmetro areas and revisions in 
me t ro~nonme t ro designations. Official poverty statistics have been 
criticized because they do not consider benefits received in kind and 
do not reflect supposedly lower living costs in nonmetro areas. Data 
tables and text detail characteristics of the nonmetro poor, 
comparing them to the total metro poor and those in suburbs and inner 
cities. Poverty rates are discussed for mar r i ed“coup 1 e families, 
female-headed families, children. Whites, Blacks, Hispanics, the 
elderly, disabled persons, and geographic regions. Policy 
implications are drawn for labor market strategies and transfer 
programs that aid poor children. (SV) 
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measures are adequate to indicate that the war on poverty, especially rural 
poverty, has not been won. We should not let technical arguments over poverty 
measurement hinder efforts to reduce rural poverty. 
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Poverty in Rural America 



Notes 

This chsplcr was writtep by Robert Hoppe from the Ec'Dnomic Research Service, USD A. 
It is a revised version of three earlier presentations; the first at a Congressional Research 
Service symposium (Hoppe 1988), the second at a Wfishington SUtistical Society lecture 
(Hoppe and Bellamy 1989), and the third at Tuskegw University (Hoppe 1989). Parts 
of this paper also appeared in Deavers and Hoppe (1992). 

1. Hntire counties arc the building blocks for MSA*s, except in New England where 
cities and towns arc used (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1991c: 191). 

2. No residential poverty daU. were released (or 1984. The 1984 residential data 
presented in this paper arc averTiges of 1983 and 1985. 

3. Income did not keep up '/vith Inflation from 1979 to 1982. During those years, 
growth in median family income averaged 7.4 percent per year, while growth in the 
consumer price index averaged 10.3 percent per year (U.S. Bureau of the Census 
1991b:9). 

4. The phrase "families headed by a woman" is used in the text rather than the more 
technically correct "familifjs with a female houscKolder, no husband present. The 
technicaDy correct phrase is too long and awkward. The longer phrase is usually used 
in the tables and figures, however. 

5. To make Figure 1.2 more readable, data for the metro and nonmetro populations 
were not presented. Similar trends occurred in nonmetro areas as in the nation as a 
whole, but at different levels. 

6. "Other families" afx largely nurricd-couplc families, but also include some families 
with a male householder, no wife present. Prior to 1988, the published data do not 
separate non metro people into married-couple families and families with a male 
householder, no wife present. People in families headed by a woman and people in other 



families do not sum to the total population because not all people arc classified as part I 

of a family. Some people who do not belong to families arc "unrelated individuals" J 

living alone or with nonrclativcs. Others arc members of unrelated subfamilies, such | 

as guests, lodgers, or resident employees and their families who live in a larger ] 



household, but arc not related to the person or couple mainuining the household. For 
more details, sfx U.S. Bureau of the Census (1991c: 196-197). 

7. For more information about cosl-of-living differentials and poverty measurement, 
see Hoppe (1992). 

8. The years 1979 and 1989 were selected because they occurred at similar points in 
the business cycle. 

9. Actually, the pci-sislcnt low- income study was first conducted in the late 1970s 
(Davis 1979) and u^ated twice in the 1980s (Hoppe 1985; Bellamy and Ghclfi 1988). 



